
NATIONAL DEFENSE UNNERSm 

NATIONAL WAR COLLEGE 

An Uncertain Deterrence : 
Bernard Brodie, Indian Nuclear Strategy, and the Problem of Stability 

Warren M. Stem / Class of 1997 
Course 5602 
SeminarD 

Seminar Leader: Co1 David Treder 
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Al Pierce 



Report Documentation Page Form Approved
OMB No. 0704-0188

Public reporting burden for the collection of information is estimated to average 1 hour per response, including the time for reviewing instructions, searching existing data sources, gathering and
maintaining the data needed, and completing and reviewing the collection of information. Send comments regarding this burden estimate or any other aspect of this collection of information,
including suggestions for reducing this burden, to Washington Headquarters Services, Directorate for Information Operations and Reports, 1215 Jefferson Davis Highway, Suite 1204, Arlington
VA 22202-4302. Respondents should be aware that notwithstanding any other provision of law, no person shall be subject to a penalty for failing to comply with a collection of information if it
does not display a currently valid OMB control number. 

1. REPORT DATE 
1997 2. REPORT TYPE 

3. DATES COVERED 
  00-00-1997 to 00-00-1997  

4. TITLE AND SUBTITLE 
An Uncertain Deterrence: Bernard Brodie, Indian Nuclear Strategy, and
the Problems of Stability 

5a. CONTRACT NUMBER 

5b. GRANT NUMBER 

5c. PROGRAM ELEMENT NUMBER 

6. AUTHOR(S) 5d. PROJECT NUMBER 

5e. TASK NUMBER 

5f. WORK UNIT NUMBER 

7. PERFORMING ORGANIZATION NAME(S) AND ADDRESS(ES) 
National War College,300 5th Avenue,Fort Lesley J. 
McNair,Washington,DC,20319-6000 

8. PERFORMING ORGANIZATION
REPORT NUMBER 

9. SPONSORING/MONITORING AGENCY NAME(S) AND ADDRESS(ES) 10. SPONSOR/MONITOR’S ACRONYM(S) 

11. SPONSOR/MONITOR’S REPORT 
NUMBER(S) 

12. DISTRIBUTION/AVAILABILITY STATEMENT 
Approved for public release; distribution unlimited 

13. SUPPLEMENTARY NOTES 

14. ABSTRACT 
see report 

15. SUBJECT TERMS 

16. SECURITY CLASSIFICATION OF: 17. LIMITATION OF 
ABSTRACT 

18. NUMBER
OF PAGES 

14 

19a. NAME OF
RESPONSIBLE PERSON 

a. REPORT 
unclassified 

b. ABSTRACT 
unclassified 

c. THIS PAGE 
unclassified 

Standard Form 298 (Rev. 8-98) 
Prescribed by ANSI Std Z39-18 



Many among those who are charged with defense planning, and 
who would otherwise enlighten the public or at least our political 
huiers concemutg the dangers facmg us, themselves anconsciously 
reject tie concept of deterrence based on retalirrtron’. 

The above statement was excerpted from Bernard Brodie’s 1959 sruc?y Strate~~tn the 

-MssrIe As. As ongmaliy drafted, it was meant to descnbe US policy-makers in the early 

years of the US and Soviet nuclear competinon. The phenomenon reflected in tis statement is 

cwently marufested m India’s nuclear strategy 

The da%n of the nuclear weapons age m 1945 gave buth to not only a new form of 

more powerful expiosrve, but also to a new focus 111 rnrbtary suategies. In particuiar, rt gave 

nqw emphasis and mearung to the age-old concept of deterrence. In the US, among the most 

mfiuenxi early th.mkers on rhe strategic and pol~ncal s~gnrficance of nuclear weapons and 

deterrence was Bernard Brodre. 

Frfty years after the first nuclear explosion, nuclear weapons programs have taken on 

strategc and pohncal stgmficance on the AsIan sub-comment This paper analyzes Indtan 

nuclear strategy 111 the context of Brodie’s theones on nuclear strategy It focusrng on three 

cnecal areas. Frrsr, we Iook at the Importance of the Indran concept of recessed deterrence 

and its absence in Brodie’s wntings. Then, we discuss the Indian object of deterrence. Finally, 

we analyze India’s retaliatory capability in the context of Brodie’s recommendations for 

effecnve deterrence. In anaiyzmg these areas it becomes clear that India’s nuclear strategy 

does not fully accord w-nh Brodre’s strategrc recommendation for stability in the nuclear age. 

As presaged in the opening quote, this, may be due to a deeper rejection of the concept of 

nuclear retalianon. 



The Significance of Recessed Deterrence 

In pursutng an analysis of India’s nuclear strategy it is to important to recognize that 

India has not yet given a comprehensive official statement on its nuclear strategy. Indeed, 

nuclear amblgurty 1s its public policy. Nevertheless, it IS well known that India has nuclear 

weapons development at the heart of theta secrettve nucIear program. Former officials and 

even some current off%~~.Is essenttahy acknowledge a nuclear capability and have made therr 

vreCts on the nuclear program publicly known. Indeed, India tested a nuclear explosive dev tee 

over tusnty years ago. though It claimed that this device was for peaceful purposes 

The issue of offic~al pubbc acknowledgment of nuclear capabrhties plays a central d not 

dominant role rn the nuclear strategy debate on the sub-continent. The Issue as currently 

pnrasec IS nhztler India shoule move ,iom a status of .- recessed deterrence” to one or‘ open 

deterrence. The questton that IS asked ts whether India can deter its adversaries when 

prevented from makmg the full extent of ns capabtlitres and preparedness known.” Implicit 111 

this debate is that there IS a tension between the two; that deterrence requires mktng a greater 

degree of ones program known to the adversary. 

The issue of recessed versus open deterrence 1s not specif~ahy addressed by tn 

Stratezv in the Missile A@, in part because Brodie was writing in the context of an open US- 

Soviet compehtron, but also because public detatling of nuciear capabiliues 1s not an issue in 

his theories on deterrence. Deterrence requires only a credible threat of retaliation, both 

capability and will. Public pronouncements are not requtred, so long as India’s capabilities are 

generally known by its adversaries. This conditron is sausfied. As previously mentioned, India 

has all but openly acknowledged a nuclear weapons capability. For example, in 1990, the 
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former Indian Chief of Army Staff publicly stated “I am telling you m straightforward terms: an 

htdxtn pkmner shouid assume that Pakistan has a certam nuclear-weapons capability, and 

similarly any prudent Pakistani military planner ought to assume that India has got a certain 

nuclear-weapons capability also.” Indeed, India’s adversaries (China and Pakistan) do not 

appear to doubt Indian nuclear capacity. 

Supporters of open Indian deployments do at times refer to issues that faLl wrthrn the 

scope of Brodre’s strategx consideranons, but the link IS tenuous. For example, supporters of 

open Indzan deployment argue that openness would lead to a greater recogmnon of Indum 

capabhnes and resolve. Indeed Bro&e does Qscuss the possrbllity of deterrence faihng 

through rmscalculauon of capabhties or mtenuons. However, as previously mentioned, there 

IS /&e doux about Indm iapabllmes and one needs :o quesnon whether rimher lndlan 

asseruons of rts capabiliues would be credible. Others argue that openness by India would 

mcrease the effecuveness of the command and control structure. Brodie also emphasizes the 

unportance of command and connol m the nuclear age. However, even d India’s nuclear 

program were openly acknowledged, command and control issues would almost certainiy 

remam highly secreuve. Finally, some argue that open acknowledgment of nuciear weapons 

would allow India to specify the condiuons under which nuclear weapons would (and thus 

would not) be used and thus aid deterrence. However, one needs to ask how credible public 

pronouncement would be. Brodie would also argue against this because “it would be tacticdy 

and factually wrong to assure the enemy in advance.... that we would in no case move against 

him until we had already felt some bombs on our cities and axfields.” This is because it is 

impbssible to predict with absolute assurance behavior under provocative circumstances. 



I Brodie addresses a separate issue that is relevant to the recessed/open deterrent debate, 

This is the fact that, pubhc pronouncements, to the extent that they lead to “saber rattling” 

could actually weaken deterrence. According to Brodle, “conspicuous aggressiveness in 

handling of armaments does not always pacify the opponents.” While the ObJect of deterrence 

is to make the enemy so tightened that he will not attack, it IS possible to make him too 

b ghtened. “The effecuve operation of deterrence over the long term requires that the other 

part)r be wrlling to live with our possession of the capability upon which It rests.‘TIu If Pakistan 

or Chma so feared that India were u-ranonal or belligerent. Tre-empnve at-&~ would be 

linportant. To the extent that pubhc acknowledgment led to this, it ulould tend to undermme 

4 e deterrent. 

Ynus, ,<ey pornons of the strategx nuclear debate in indla appear to focus on an suz 

that LS not central to the strategy of deterrence. Whde there IS little in Brodie’s WIIMgS to 

favor the mamtenance of ambiguity, there is aiso little to favor openness. The issue of open 

versus recessed deterrence has more to do with the poiincal nnperauves of the mtemanonal 
I 

non-proliferation regime on the one hand and India’s desu-e to emphasize its national technical 

pqowess on the other. In large part, dus is poliacs, not nubtary strategy. 

Objects of Deterrent 

Nuclear weapons bring with them an rmrnense desuucuve capability. But this 

destructive capabihty in itself is not automatically a usefui tool of policy. Derivmg utility from 

these weapons is not a simple matter. As Brodie wrote HI 1959, fifteen years after the US first 

tested nuclear weapons, “the problem of linking this power to a reasonable concepuon of its 

uuhty has thus far proved a considerable strain.“‘” So, we must determine how India has 
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attempted to hnk theu nuclear weapons to a policy objective. That IS, what do the Indian’s 
I 

hope to accomplish wnh their nuclear capabilines? 
I 
I 
I For Brodie, the central oblecuve of nuclear weapons in the US-Soviet context was to 

create a circumstance that deters Sovret attack on the US, its forces or allies, and thus makes 

their use extremely unlikely. That is, deterrence of crrcumstances that would lead to nuclear 

weapons use. His view sprang from the immense destructrve capability of modern nuclear 

u’eapons and “the convlcnon that total nuclex war 1s -0 be avorded at almost any COSL”~ For 

Lridla. the strategic ObJectwe is not nearly as clear 

Yew Dellu’s lnlual Impetus for the acquismon of nuclear weapons was Chma’s first 

nuclear test ;n 1964 followmg a humiliating defeat m a border war with China in 1962”. With 

rz;xc :o Chm3. Iralan xichr 3.qxrrers argue tkx nuc.e3r weqons 2x2 neecea to ensure 

tnat Chna does not engage XI “nuclear blackmaL”“’ In&an literature on me circumstances 

under whrch th.ts bIackmzu1 would take place IS lacking. The vagueness of the rationale 

regarding China suggests that the lndla has not fully formulated a strategy vis-a-vu Chma. The 

open discussion seems to be Iargely linuted to: “they have one so we need one.” As the head 

of India’s principal opposition party which has been a primary proponent of nucIear weapons 
I 

stated: “I think we have no option in this regard, Pakistan having become nuclear, China 

having been nuclear for many years now, India sunply III order to have its dealings urlth these 

two neighbors on a level ground, must be nuclear”.“” One can observe that China has a 

superior convennonal capability than India, and nuclear weapons could, m theory, provide a 

deterrent to Chmese convenaonal aggression, but as we will see in the next secaon, China 



‘I I I 

7 

pely has a first strike capabiluy agamst In&a, which would tend to mimmize an Indian 

heterrent. 

I 
The apparent Iack of a developed and focused strategy vis-a-vis China may reflect the 

fact that, while China was the catalyst to India’s nuclear program, the Pakistani threat 

currently appears to be of greater concern to lndian officials. In particular, India 1s concerned 

by Pakrstam nuclear capabilities and the festenng Kashmir conflict which resulted m war 111 

1948 and 111 1965.” ln parucular, India wants to ensure that Pakistan does not assist rebels m 

l&an heId Kas2m.n ’ 

Solme observers note that smce 1990, Pakistan has exercised restramt on the Kashmir 

issue and atmbute this to the two side’s nuclear capabllines xI They argue that Palastan 

caruiot o\ertIy mttrvene :n supper of Kshnuri mxlnanti 2s it cio in 19-3 and 1965 because of 

Inala’s nuclear capabibnes. But, it 1s unclear whether this restraint can be attributed to 

nudear deterrence. As Brodie points out, using nuclear weapons to deter limited convennonal 

conflict is a difficult task. So long as India lacks the clear capability and WLU to destroy 

Pakistan’s nuclear capacity in a pre-emptive strike, an explicit Indian attempt to deter Iimrted 

aggression in Kashrmre may not be credible. After all, in the absence of an Indian abduy to 

destroy Pakistan’s nuclear retaliatory capabdrty in a first-strike, a threat, implicit or explicit, to 

use nuclear weapons against a linuted incursion m &&mire, assumes Indian willingness to 

escalate to a situation that will likely result in the destruction of Indian cities. Indeed, Brodie 

would urge India to consider abJurl.ng from nuclear escalation in such circumstance for lust this 

reTon: “Among the compromises with our presumed convenience which we have to be 

prepared to consider is the possible abjuranon of nuclear weapons in limited war.““’ Thus, 
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&k~~tam restramt may be the result of India’s conventional superionty more than its nuclear 

d+Xiity 

In fact, some lndian officials undenmne the nuclear weapon deterrent wrth assertions 

that nuclear weapons will not be used in response to non-nuclear incursions. For example, in 

his May 1990 parliamentary address, the Indian Mmister of State for Defense reportedly stated 

“for India to imtlate a nuclear attack on the subcomment would be a betrayal of the human 

sp lrlt “*” As mentioned m the previous secuon, Brodie would also argue agamst specifying 

u;hen nuclear weapons would be employed as It 1s not possible to know how India mighr react 

udder setere circumstances. 

X-e\ ertheless, the existence of nucIear weapons may provide a general deterrent to 
I 

PWSXI Jgarnbt engagmg m acnklues that could es&ace to genes conbenuonal Karfare 

because generaI conventional war could m turn ultnnately escalate to a nuclear conflict 

According to Brodie, “in view of the danger that limited war can convert to total war, 

esbecA.Iy under the great mcenave to smke first clrcurnstances, we have to accept the idea 

that the methods of Iirmting the use of force cannot be dictated...” But all this points to the 
I 

faqt that m the case of Pakistani mtervenuon in Kashmir, it would be lndra that would be faced 

with a decision of whether to escalate and ultimately nsk nuciear conflict. To paraphrase one 

recent observer, nuclear weapons may make the Kashmir conflict safe for sub-conventional or 

even low-level conventional conflict 

Indeed, some important figures in lndia question whether India could launch nucIear 

weapons against Pakxtani cities in any case. Wtule there are obvious moral reasons for 

opposing the massive destruction of human life, Indian questioning of its willingness to umuze 
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its nuclear weapons tends to weaken deterrence. According to Brodie, “for the sake of 

deterrence before hostities, the enemy must expect us to be vindictive and irrational if he 
I 

attacks us. We must gxve bun every reason to feel that that portion of our retaliatory force 

which survrves his attack will surely be directed agamst his rqor centers of popdauon.“~ 

There Is a very strong sentiment in India against nuclear use against cities. J.n a recent welI 

controlled poll of Indian elite’s, of the group that considered themselves advocates of Indian 

nuciear weapons r’eh that no circumstances could ~ustifv the act&d use of nuclear weapons.” 

Thus, while India certainly has adversaries, it is unclear whether India has yet found CL 

nuclear strategy appropriate to its situation and moavations 

Deterrence and the Ability to Retaliate 

2 ceterrtnce aere XC objecti\ e of India s nuclex weapons. ensuring that zt co&d 

ret&ate m case of an attack would be a focus of India’s nuclear strategy. This 1s the essentiaI 

requirement for a stable deterrent: a credible threat of retalianon. As Brodie makes cIear, 

“what counts m basic deterrence is not so much the size and effiiclency of one’s strdung force 

before it 1s hrt as the size and condiuon to whxh the enemy thinks he can reduce it by surpnse 

attack--as well as the his confidence m the correctness of hts predictions.” M Here, India’s 

cqabrliues are uncertain. 

Brodie urges that for the proper operauon of nuclear deterrence, a country must 

choose a retahatory force that appears to have a good chance of penetrating a fully-alerted 

enemy defenses even d launched in relaavely small numbers. Airplanes do not satisfy this 

requrrement, and thus the deployment of a mu< of both airplanes (which can be recalled) and 
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hardened missiles are required. Brodie further pomts out that in order to ensure a srgruficant 

retabanon force, a very large initial force may be requrred. 

India 1s mdeed attempung to develop mrssiles and has enough plutonium for about 20 

to 50 nuclear weaponF”. Earlier this year, India tested its Prithvi missile, with a range of 

about 150 miIes, which places it within stnlang distance of most Pakistam cities.- 

Moreover, India IS working on a longer range (2500 lalometer) Agni mrssile. It also currently 

has several atrcraft capable of delivenng the nuclear weapons against both Pakstan and Chma. 

Presumably, to the extent hat India beheves rt has an effective deterrent, it 1s currently 

relyrng on drsperslon (for Chma and P&Stan) and drstance cfor Pakxtan) to ensure the ablJlty 

to ret&ate According to Brodie, however, “dispersion rn Itself IS not a substitute for 

z$rden~ng, nexther, certznly 1s the accumulauon of more unprotected a~~ti and mxssries ‘- 

However, nexther PaInstan’s F-16 A/B’s nor the -54-11 rmssrles that the US has accused Ch.ma 

of transferrmg to Pakxtan have sufficient range to reach all of India. Thus. distance may 

currently provide India’s nuclear weapons protecnon of from Pakrstan’s lunited nuclear arsenal 

(Pakrstan likely has enough weapons grade uranium for only eight to fifleen nuclear 

weaponsA). But Indian nuclear forces are vulnerable to Chrnese preempnon. China has 

hundreds of deployed nuclear weapons on mrssrIes and aircraft 

Some believe that India does not mannam assembled nuclear weapons in order to 

create a buffer against nuclear accidents and unauthorized use=. If true, while mitigating the 

problem of accidental use, th.rs would actually weaken deterrence, since it wouid make 

retabaaon less certam. 
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The abrlity to retaliate in the case of a nuclear strike is not a central part of India’s 

strategxc literature. Indeed, according to a recent study of Indian views on nuclear deterrence, 

d key segment of Indran’s strategic communrty, when confronted wrth thrs exposed nuclear 

capability, argue the obsession with retahatron is a western focus and that deterrence rests “not 

on the certainty of retaliation but on the mere possibrlity of it” xxIl That IS, if Pakistan or Chrna 

cannot be absolutely certain of the abrlity to destroy all Indian nuclear weapons rn an i&al 

s@ke, rt would not dare to make such a stnke. However, as Brodie points out, at certain 

pomts of very h.rgh levels of excitement it is possible to beheve that an enemy attack rmmnem, 

and “the deterrent posture will tend to collapse or be discarded.“” In this circumstance, the 

cetanty of retabauon would be important 

Conclusion: X Commitment to Deterrence? 

In sum. an analysrs of India’s nuclear strategy m the context of Bernard Brodre’s 

theones reveals: 1) that the oblect of these weapons is not fuily developed: 2) that the Indian 

focus on the open/recessed deterrent questron IS mrsplaced If the ObJectWe IS deterrence, and 3) 

that there should be a greater focus on the abrlrty to retaliate d the objectrve 1s deterrence. In 

the end, rt is quite curious that some Indians believe that all that is needed for nuclear 

deterrence is a “possibrlity” of retaliation, but for deterrence to work properly, a naaon must 

pubbcly announce its nuclear capabrliues. 

The US and the Sovret Union have relied on nuclear weapons to deter aggression for 

nearly half of a century. Although the two countnes came dangerously close to direct conflict, 

nuclear deterrence has not broken down, perhaps by luck as much as a coherent strategy. But 

we must not forget that deterrence can fail. The pressure to act first in a nuclear age, 
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accordmg to Brodie, is an “extremely strong and persistent incenuve.” In pursuit of a deterrent 

capability, counures must be vigrlant m therr efforts to ensure that the prerequisites for stab&y 
I 
I 

are achieved. 

As indicated in the forgoing sections, 111 analyzrng India’s nuclear strategy in the 

context of Bernard Brodie’s strategic requirements for stab&y, one is mevrtably drawn to 

quesuon of whether India 1s truly commnted to a strategy of nuclear deterrence. Those 

responsible for such decisxons seem to focus on pohacal factors related 3 the nuclear issue at 

the expense of strategic issues. Whrle some may welcome the prospect that India may not be 

committed to a strategy of nuclear deterrence, and thus may some day retreat from the nuclear 

precrpice as others have ykraine, South Afkca:, we should also remember that the most 

dsngeroti of aL .vorlc,s noula be one ~1 whrch Indran leaders convmce :Semse!ves tb~ they 

are pursurng a strategy of nuclear deterrence but do not demonstrate a comn-utment to the 

requirements of that deterrence, and thus create a highly destabilized condinon on the sub- 

copanent 
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